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 Best practice for building literacy skills 
 

"Based on 80 reports (107 effect sizes), a causal link was found between 
classroom drama (enacting texts) and a variety of verbal areas. Most were of 
medium size (oral understanding, recall of stories, reading readiness, reading 
achievement, oral language, writing), one was large (written understanding/ 
recall of stories), and one was small and could not be generalized to other 
studies (vocabulary). In all cases, students who enacted texts were compared 
to students who read the same texts but did not enact them. Drama not only 
helped children's verbal skills with respect to the texts enacted; it also 
helped children's verbal skills when applied to new, non-enacted texts. Thus, 
drama helps children build verbal skills that transfer to new materials. Such 
an effect has great value for education: verbal skill is highly valued, adding 
such drama techniques costs little in terms of effort or expense, and a high 
proportion of children are influenced by such curricular changes." 
 
-from REAP research at: www.pz.harvard.edu/Research/REAP.htm 
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ABOUT STORYBUILDING…  
(Also called process drama) 

 
The storybuilding process is active, creative and democratic, inviting all participants to exercise 
their imaginations as they learn: it is based on forty years of British teaching and research on the 
use of drama as a learning medium. 
 
Storybuilding is “stand-up-and-do” literacy learning that asks students to construct events and then 
reflect on their meaning. The approach is grounded in the theory that students can only truly know 
what they can create and think on their own, and echoes the ancient Chinese proverb: “I hear and I 
forget, I see and I remember, I do and I understand.” It also underscores the notion that children 
will yearn to become literate when they experience the power, enjoyment and personal relevance, 
and community values of good stories. 
 
This work is not about performance; it is about mutual collaboration with language and experience. 
Students collaborate to create the story and also become their own reflective audience in the 
process. Away from the book, active engagement with story forms provides intense experience that 
develops literacy proficiency. During the storybuilding process, students undertake focused verbal 
interaction, develop listening skills, experience story construction (beginning, middle, and end), 
reflect on meaning, and can ultimately create written or visual expressions of their work. 
 
Main practitioners of this teaching model, called Process Drama, can be traced back to England 
and Dorothy Heathcote, the master teacher who developed this approach in England in the 1960’s. 
Her student, Dr. Cecily O’Neill has extended the work in the U.S., especially at Ohio State 
University when she was on the faculty and sponsored an annual conference in this approach.  
 
StoryBuilding is usually a group activity. However, many features of this work can be easily 
adapted to one-on-one tutoring sessions. Main features of this approach are: 

 STORY STRUCTURE – activities follow a narrative or story line 
 LEADER-IN-ROLE  – facilitators manage the creation of the story from inside, by taking 

on a role and inviting others to join in 
 DYNAMIC ORGANIZATION – facilitators constantly shift use of space and group 

configuration to create momentum 
 DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION – participants given equal opportunities to contribute 
 QUESTIONING –  asking “what if?” is the main way to move the story forward 
 MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES – activities include music, frozen tableaux, mime, 

visualizations, enactments, group collaborations, and problem solving, calling on a wide 
spectrum of learning styles 

 
 
  
 



 3 

 
MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCE ACTIVITIES  
IN ONE-ON ONE TUTORING SESSIONS 

 
Active children can often become more engaged in a tutoring session through “stand-up-and-do” 
experience – opportunities to get up out of their chair and engage in the central activities of the 
book. “Stand-up” activities can include: 
 
 
ASKING FOR DEMONSTRATIONS OF AN ACTIVITY: All young children learn through 
“acting out.”  Before beginning a story – or even in the middle – you can engage children in 
demonstrations of the main activities. Say to the child: I’m not sure I know what “shooting a 
basket” would look like?  How would you do it? Can you show me?  
 
 
“WHAT IF” QUESTIONS RELATED TO ILLUSTRATIONS: Let’s look around the room. If 
we were making pictures for a book, what could we choose? You can then ask the child “Will you 
be in the story? What will you be doing?” In this exercise you move from visual (what is seen) to 
demonstrations (what a child might do). After the choices have been made, work together to “tell” 
the story. 
 
 
MAKING RHYMES WITH PHYSICAL MOTIONS: Many children’s’ songs will encourage 
both musical/rhythmic and physical/kinesthetic activities. You can select some books incorporating 
rhyme and motions (When I First Came to This Land), you can use rhymes you know (Itsy Bitsy 
Spider), or you can make up your own. 
 
 
CREATING WALL ILLUSTRATIONS AS YOU READ: Post a large flip-chart paper on the 
wall where you tutor. This can be used to make large letterforms or create illustrations, allowing 
for “out-of-seat” activity. 
 
 
WALK TO THE WINDOW: If the story has any “outdoor elements” in it, plan a walk to the 
window to check out what aspects of the story you can see from there. You can read a page or two 
at the window, then return to your seats. 
 
 
TRAVELING READING: With any book, talk with children about “how” and “where” we see 
people read. Then you can construct a “traveling context” for your story. EXAMPLE: Duane really 
likes to read, wherever he is, whatever he is doing. He is very clever, because he can always read, 
no matter what else he is doing. What if you were Duane – what would be some of the hardest 
ways to read? Do you think we could read this book together as Duane might? Then let the child 
choose to sit, stand, lie on the floor, choosing a different posture every couple of pages.  
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